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Matthew Cain - Using the Issue-Attention Cycle to Analyze the Marine 
Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act 
Abstract: 
The author uses Anthony Downs' Issue Attention Cycle to analyze the rise and decline of attention to the 
dumping of sewage, sludge, and industrial waste into the ocean.  Through the lens of the Marine Protection, 
Research, and Sanctuaries Act of 1972, the author finds that although Downs' model explains the rise and 
decline in policy attention in part, much greater emphasis should be put on public opinion. 
Ashley Harrington - A Mission of Divine Calling: A Chosen Nation's 
Crusade Against Evil 
Abstract: 
For decades, political scientists have and continue to theorize about influences on presidential decision-
making and policy implementation. Faith and religious analysis however, remain relatively new to the 
study of presidential politics.  This particular research examines two Republican presidents, both Ronald 
Reagan and George W. Bush, that had vastly different ideas about how to combat nations whose policies 
limited freedom and liberty. 
Ryan Freer - The Vatican in the Streets: Catholic Influence on Public 
Policy Since 1963 
 Abstract: 
To what extent does religion influence policy making, or should it at all?  Wherein should the mention of a 
deity be brought into political discussion? Looking at key events from the past several decades, the author 
finds that policies have influenced Catholic behaviors as they become ever more socially conservative; this 
research also seeks to address where the fundamental point in history is when Catholics adopted these 
views.  	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Using the Issue-Attention Cycle to  




For more than a century, sewage, sludge, and industrial waste were routinely dumped into 
the ocean. This routine dumping produced zone where oxygen was too low to support aquatic 
life known as “dead seas” off the coast off New York and New Jersey, and coastlines laced with 
oil waste and nerve gas of Florida (Chandler and Gillelan 2004). The policy result to this 
dumping was the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act (MPRSA) of 1972. The 
MPRSA had two essential goals: regulate intentional ocean disposal of materials, and authorize 
any research related to such disposal (EPA 2012). It also provides for the designation and 
regulation of marine sanctuaries to safeguard marine life from the effects of ocean dumping and 
other harmful events (EPA 2012). Ocean dumping cannot occur unless a permit is issued under 
the MPRSA (EPA 2012). In the case of dredged material, the decision to issue a permit is made 
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, using EPA's environmental criteria and subject to EPA's 
concurrence (EPA 2012). For all other materials, the EPA is the permitting agency. The EPA is 
also responsible for designating recommended ocean dumping sites for all types of materials. 
In the same year that the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act was being 
passed by Congress, Anthony Downs published “Up and Down With Ecology - The Issue 
Attention Cycle,” providing a model for why an issue, particularly ecology, gains attention and 
then declines. Downs’s model has five stages, each one explaining a different part of the issue 
process. The first, the pre-problem stage, of the model states that only policy-makers and experts 
are significantly aware of the issue (Downs 1972). The second, the alarmed discovery and 
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euphoric enthusiasm stage, states that dramatic series of events leads to widespread public 
awareness, accompanied by a euphoric enthusiasm to solve the problem (Downs 1972). The next 
stage realizes the cost of significant progress. In this stage, the public realizes that significant 
progress will either mean raising taxes or cutting programs (Downs 1972). The fourth stage 
explains the gradual decline of intense public interest. As the public realizes how costly a 
solution to the problem would be, some get discouraged, others feel threatened by thinking about 
the problem, and others become bored by the issue. Ultimately the public attention wanes 
(Downs 1972). The final stage says that an issue has been replaced at the center of public 
concern with only sporadic interest (Downs 1972). Using these stages, I will apply Downs’ 
model to the Marine Research, Protection and Sanctuaries Act.  
Within the 1950s and early 1960s, there was not much attention on ocean dumping. 
Rather, much of the attention to the degradation of our oceans came after public crises called for 
our government’s involvement. Only policy-makers and experts were aware of the damage ocean 
dumping could cause. During the 1950s, much of the congressional interest dealt with protecting 
our oceans for future exploration and resource use as well as being spurred by national pride and 
defense concerns (Chandler and Gillelan 2004). This led to support for the “sanctuaries idea.” 
Within years, various studies and reports called for immediate action on protecting the oceans. 
One of the reports published by a panel on oceanography formed by President Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s Science Advisory Committee was a seminal report on the development of a 
comprehensive marine protection bill (Chandler and Gillelan 2004). Titled Effective Use of the 
Sea, the report called for a national ocean program with the objective of “effective use of the sea 
by man for all purposes currently considered for the terrestrial environment: commerce; industry; 
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recreation and settlement; as well as knowledge and understanding” (Chandler and Gillelan 
2004). 
Consistent with the conservationist belief of protecting our oceans, much of the report 
focused on exploring, developing, and understanding the oceans, but the committee did advise 
for more understanding of ocean modification (Chandler and Gillelan 2004). The report even 
went as so far to call pollution in all its forms the most pervasive inadvertent modification 
(Chandler and Gillelan 2004). Within several years, more experts came forward to offer support 
for a national policy for protecting our oceans. Among these experts was Jacques Cousteau, a 
world-renowned oceanographer and explorer. In 1971, Cousteau testified before the Senate 
Subcommittee on Oceanography warning Congress that the world faced the destruction of the 
oceans from pollution, overfishing, extermination of species, and other causes (Chandler and 
Gillelan 2004). In the same year, Cousteau commented in an article in Time titled “Dying 
Oceans, Poisoned Seas” in which he commented on the state of the oceans. “I used to be able to 
see underwater for about 300 feet,” Cousteau stated (Time 1971, 74). “Now, I can barely see 100 
feet,” Cousteau finished (Time 1971, 74). Cousteau’s explanation to this was the over pollution 
of our oceans. Even with experts like Cousteau commenting on the state of our oceans, no 
significant change was implemented until after disastrous crises demanded attention.  
Jacques Cousteau’s testimony on the state of the oceans to Congress and in Time in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s was not the primary galvanizing force behind the passage of 
significant ocean protection. On January 29, 1969, an oilrig off the Santa Barbara coast ruptured 
and spilled 3.3 million gallons of oil into the coast, and polluting miles of California shoreline. It 
took months to bring the leak under control. Even though there was significant damage to the 
coastlines and ocean waters, the most devastating effects fell upon the marine life of the Santa 
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Barbara Channel. Corpses of dead seals and dolphins brought in by the tides revealed that oil had 
clogged the blowholes of the dolphins, causing massive lung hemorrhages (Hardy 2005). Any 
animal that ingested the oil died from poisoning, and even gray whales avoided the channel, their 
main route to their breeding grounds (Hardy 2005). Not only was marine life harmed, but so was 
the seabird population. Shorebirds like plovers, godwits and willets fled the area, and diving 
birds that needed to feed from the waters became soaked with tar, eventually dying if not helped 
(Hardy 2005). In all 3,686 birds were estimated to have died because of contact with oil as well 
as hundreds of marine species (Hardy 2005). The event received heavy media attention, 
galvanizing local interest groups, citizens, and Congress. One of the most repeated quotes that 
galvanized the environmental movement was from the President of Union Oil Company Fred L. 
Hartley: “I don't like to call it a disaster, and because there has been no loss of human life; I am 
amazed at the publicity for the loss of a few birds” (Hardy 2005). The event even got President 
Nixon to comment on the tragedy: “It is sad that it was necessary that Santa Barbara should be 
the example that had to bring it to the attention of the American people…and with more concern 
for preserving the beauty and the natural resources that are so important to any kind of society 
that we want for the future” (Hardy 2005). Soon Congress would put into action significant 
policy changes to protection marine life, but also to regulate ocean dumping, which in turn 
would further protect marine life. This policy is the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries 
Act.  
Downs’s model shows us how stage one and two can explain the events that lead to the 
passage of the MPRSA. However, energy and resource exploration, coupled with gas shortages, 
increased the want and need for more gas and oil drilling. Major companies began to question 
the utility of various environmental regulations, even suing the government over oil exploration 
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in fishing sanctuaries (Crow 1979). The Federal Government began to notice. The Reagan 
Administration began to take action on the environmental regulations, including postponing a 
ban on oil and gas exploration within the sanctuary off Santa Barbara, which harbors 23 marine 
mammal species, fish and countless birds, and within the Point Reyes-Farallon Islands National 
Marine Sanctuary, through which all 14,000 gray whales migrate twice a year (Washington Post 
1981). Consistent with Downs’s third stage, the public and subsequently the government became 
aware of the risks in protecting marine life. As gas shortages and energy demands grew, the 
government put marine protection on the back burner. It would not be long before public interest 
in marine protection would begin to fade.  
In the late 1980s and into the 1990s, public interest began to fade. While most Americans 
did feel there was a need to protect the oceans, it was not a top priority in the eyes of many 
(SeaWeb 2001). Polls show that the public identified with the oceans emotionally, and even 
believed that greater protection was needed. However, when ranked with other issues like the 
economy or energy exploration, protection of the oceans fell short (SeaWeb 2001). There is also 
a lack of intense reaction like the late 1960s and early 1970s. Many of the public opinion and 
interview respondents had to be prompted to respond to how they feel about the oceans’ health, 
indicating that marine protection is not on citizens’ minds (SeaWeb 2001). Overall, public 
support had waned and the government was not taking any significant action recently. 
While significant interest in ocean protection is still active among interest groups, 
legislative and public interests have declined. While economic woes and budget cutbacks 
threaten marine protection, only interest groups have significant interest in them (Pittman 2007). 
As Pittman (2007) shows, among the first to go when budgets are cut is environmental 
protection. Offices around the country have been closed and regulations have been eased. 
EIU Political Science Review  Cain 
6 
 
Recently, only disasters that threaten the ocean now tend to bring about interest in the public for 
a short time. An example is the increase in less support for offshore drilling before and after the 
BP Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Before the spill, only 28% of the public viewed offshore 
drilling as too great of a risk, but after the spill, nearly 46% of the public viewed the risks 
associated with offshore drilling as too great (CBS 2010). The final stage of Down’s model 
predicts such sporadic interest in the environment.  
Downs’s model effectively explains the MPRSA from stage 1 to Stage 3. We see that 
experts like Cousteau did in fact bring about greater public awareness, but not to the level he 
might have hoped for. It took a great crisis like the Santa Barbara oil spill and its effects on 
marine life and the oceans to galvanize the nation to significant policy change. However, after 
that, the model does not explain the public’s remaining interest in protecting the ocean. 
According to the model, the issue should be replaced and legislative consideration on the issue 
should have minimal public interest. However, we must deviate from the model to explain the 
later stages of the MPRSA. As polling has shown public interest and support has not waned. 
Downs’s model needs to be revised to explain how even if public interest in certain policy 
problem remains, why there is little policy changes on it. Even though ocean protection is not at 
the forefront of people’s minds, it is still a problem they identify with. Downs’s model needs to 
be revised to accommodate such patterns we see in how the public remains interested in a 
problem, but there is limited government actions on the issue even though there is crises that 
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A Mission of Divine Calling:  The Chosen Nation’s Crusade against Evil 
Ashley Harrington  
 
Finding Religion 
 Throughout time, especially within the Twentieth Century, Republican as well as 
Democratic administrations advanced a relatively conservative foreign policy, most of which has 
involved a highly moral fervor.   The moralistic and sometimes highly religious view of foreign 
policy implementation has ingrained a sense of responsibility on the United States of America to 
the establishment of democracy, peace, and the development of freedom and liberty to other 
nations while combating those nations suppressing the policy goals of the United States.   
For decades, political scientists have and continue to theorize about influences on 
presidential decision-making and policy implementation.  Faith and religious analysis however, 
remain relatively new to the study of presidential politics.  American presidents, typically, claim 
a religious affiliation.  The underlying inquiry is if and how their faith actually influences policy 
decisions.  Some presidents emphasize their faith and God’s divine plan for the United States of 
America domestically as well as internationally.  Faith-based influence on presidential decision-
making and policy implementation can affect the future and direction of the United States.   
Even now, in the recent 2012 Presidential Election, candidates, media networks, potential 
voters, and citizens in general place a strong interest in a president’s faith.  The American public 
continues to question President Barack Obama’s religious affiliation and connection to the 
Muslim Brotherhood as well as former presidential candidate Mitt Romney’s affiliation with the 
Mormon Church, The Church of Jesus Christ and the Latter-day Saints.  These inquiries on 
presidential spirituality are focused on future policy implementation and connections 
internationally, humanitarian aid as one example, and policies such as gay rights, economic 
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policy, and fiscal policy within the borders of the United States.  Due to such emphasis on 
presidential religious faith, research analysis on spirituality and its connection to developing and 
implementing policy is critical.  
This particular research examines two Republican presidents that had vastly different 
ideas on combating nations whose policies limited freedom and liberty.  However, while both 
presidents justified increasing the military by invoking religious rhetoric, one was in response to 
increase the size of the military to counter the buildup of Soviet Union, while the other used 
military force to counteract terrorism in the Middle East.  Both President Ronald Reagan and 
President George W. Bush’s invocation of God, freedom, liberty, and military use against the 
“Evil Empire” and the “Axis of Evil” have brought on crusading doctrines.   
 President Reagan and his administration inherited an era of backsliding policies of 
preceding President Jimmy Carter, whose policies had begun with President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt and President Lyndon Baines Johnson administrations.  Yet, the Reagan 
Administration faithfully began implementing changes to help lessen economic recession and 
enhance the power of the United States.  President Reagan found himself involved in a Cold 
War, only a few decades following the end of World War II.  Reagan’s foreign policy escalation 
and implementation culminated in the Cold War’s complete transformation and eventual 
conclusion.   
 On September 11, 2001, a tragic event altered the course of events, shaping another 
crusading foreign policy.  With former President George W. Bush invoking religious rhetoric 
into speeches, American foreign policy drastically changed.  A Neoconservative policy to spread 
democracy and freedom to other nations and hinder the terroristic tendencies of Middle Eastern 
countries became the central goal of the United States of America.  The Bush Doctrine - a 
EIU Political Science Review  Harrington 
3 
 
foreign policy in the aftermath of 9/11 including elements of preventive war to dispose of foreign 
regimes that posed a threat to the United States, the spreading of democracy around the world to 
combat terrorism, and pursuing United States military interests unilaterally (The Bush Doctrine 
2009) – was founded on faith-based principles.   
 The religious and moralistic policies incite an on-going, superseding goal to rid the world 
of “evil” – the culmination of which continues to elude the United States as long as evil exists.  It 
is how religion and the moralistic views of political leaders justify the crusading mission of the 
United States that is critical to the establishment and implementation of such foreign policies as 
the Reagan and Bush Doctrines.   
Literature Review 
 Peter Berger claims, “the world today, with some exceptions, is as furiously religious as 
ever, and in some places, more so than ever” (Gvosdev 2009, 438).   Yet, religious affiliation and 
faith have not previously been given the attention it deserves.   Due to obstacles of “social 
background of professional political scientists, the intellectual origins of the discipline, the sheer 
complexity of mastering religion as a field of inquiry, and the issue-attention cycle in the 
discipline” (Wald and Wilcox 2006, 529), faith and religion studies remain relatively new to the 
field of political science.  Furthermore, Jonathan Fox commented on eve of the September 11 
attacks that international relations have been given even less attention (Gvosdev, 438).    
Defining what constitutes religion is vital to understanding the interpretation of 
establishing religious rhetoric.  Academics credit Robert Bellah with the term “civil religion,” a 
“distinct set of religious symbols and practices…that address issues of political legitimacy and 
political ethics but are not fused with either church or state.”  Bellah emphasizes what he 
believes are two dangerous ideas associated with civil religion:  “that America is God’s country 
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and that American power in the world is identical with morality and God’s will” (Weaver 2008, 
10).  Yet, others simply define religion as placing a faith in an “unverifiable, unseen god (or 
gods)” who rules supreme over all the universe and exercises faith in a church, mosque, 
synagogue, or some other like.  The faith transcends mortal and earthly concerns.  In essence, it 
is a belief in a higher authority or power in which people give their allegiance (Preston 2006, 
785).  Whether the term poses good or evil tendencies, the underlying current reveals the 
profound implications on America’s national mission and self-understanding of her 
responsibilities.   
Many attribute religious influence to the “religious right” or “conservative evangelicals,” 
yet said influence, according to Andrew Preston (2012) in “Why is American Foreign Policy so 
Religious?” contributed to liberals or conservatives when analyzing American war and 
diplomacy.  Instead, a shared value has been encompassed within American foreign policy for 
centuries.  Preston states that religious influence does not derive from United States Presidents 
but from the “prevalence in American politics, culture, and society.”  Instead, as Preston states, 
the influence comes from not just presidents but from the American public as well.   
This influence from presidential leadership and the American public have brought forth a 
Neo-conservative movement.  Neoconservative ideology is one of an “American righteousness 
and its mission to the world.”  Neo-conservatism favors the use of military power and force to 
promote American values (Bacevich and Prodromou 2004, 50).  Much of this particular ideology 
is linked closely with conservative and/or Republican philosophy.  Neo-conservatism originally 
began during the 1960’s and 1970’s to protest what was viewed as radicalism of the “New Left” 
(Homolar-Riechmann 2009, 180).  Contemporary neoconservatives, by today’s standards, 
strongly supports spreading American values, such as democracy, individual rights and liberties, 
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and the free market economy (181).  The neoconservative ideology has spread into foreign 
policy, integrating itself with religious overtones.  While many see that neo-conservatism has 
lessened with the emergence of the Obama Administration, neo-conservatism ideals perpetually 
ingrain themselves into liberal policy-making (188-192).   
In “The Author of Liberty,” John B. Judis notes America’s invocation of the Bible and 
Christian beliefs are used to explain her role in the world.  Furthermore, most presidents have 
quoted the Bible to justify foreign policy decisions to spread freedom and democracy throughout 
the world (54).  American presidents use foreign policy as a means to implement God’s 
instructions (57).  President George W. Bush, too, embraced the idea of America’s role and 
responsibilities as God’s chosen nation to carry out God’s plan (Judis “The Chosen Nation” 
2005, 6).   
With the small increase in religious studies, according to Andrew Bacevich and Elizabeth 
Prodromou (2004), the reemergence of religion in political science studies has generally been 
fixated on two questions concerning United States foreign policy.  The first question inquires 
about the conditions religion complicates or facilitates the implementation of United States 
foreign policy.  The second questions the compatibility of the world’s numerous religions with 
United States national security objectives (44).    
Political science research explores and analyzes the questions of religious complications 
and facilitations on foreign policy.  It finds a compatibility between the United States bests 
interests, while analyzing why presidents ask three less complex questions when deciding in 
what way to proceed in foreign policy implementation.  In essence, the United States presidents 
ultimately inquire, “Is it right?  Is it in the national interest?  And does it work?” (Sicherman 
2007, 113).  However, Sicherman states America’s attempt at avoidance of religious issues due 
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to negative outcomes – those being “war, not peace, and war to the death without compromise” 
(113).   
Wade Clark Roof (2009) dictates a resurgence of “national religious rhetoric within the 
United States” starting with the Reagan Administration in 1980 (286), which has carried on to 
the present.  Roof perpetuates a myth of a “chosen nation” to perform God’s will, existing in the 
United States (287).  While much of Reagan’s religious rhetoric involved shaping domestic 
policy, some focused both directly and indirectly on foreign policy, developing a theme of 
freedom or liberty (290-293).  The idea of God having a “chosen nation” would not only be 
invoked by Reagan but also by later presidents like George W. Bush.   
While prior research has dedicated some thought to how religion shapes United States 
foreign policy, political science research emits enough definitive evidence to fully comprehend 
faith’s impact on policy-making and decision-making.  Preston argues that “in general, deployed 
religion as an overall theory or method to examine America’s role in the world” is limited if not 
omitted in some areas (2012, 787).  My research helps complete a part of the gap found in 
international relations by examining Reagan’s depiction of the “Evil Empire” and George W. 
Bush’s “Axis of Evil” through analyzing their religious overtones and rhetoric in speeches and 
statements made to the American public.  Peter Berger concluded, “In assessing this role [of 
religion in the world events], there is no alternative to a nuanced, case-by-case approach.  But 
one statement can be made with great confidence:  Those who neglect religion in their analyses 
of contemporary events do so at great peril” (Gvosdev, 453).  Therefore, including religion is a 
necessary aspect of political science research and analysis.   
 
 




Content analysis of Presidents Reagan and Bush’s Inaugural Addresses, State of the 
Union speeches, and other important speeches, statements, and comments will be the approach 
for analyzing how the Reagan and Bush Administrations implemented and framed American 
foreign policy.  Invoking biblical scripture as well as the “good” versus “evil” philosophy 
presents a never-ending United States foreign policy.  Using the Reagan and Bush Doctrines as 
the primary focus of what will result from evangelical rhetoric, this research will present the 
validity of analyzing presidential faith towards deciding and carrying out policies as well as the 
spiritual impact on the future and direction of United States foreign policy and its effects on the 
rest of the world.  My research presents faith and its influence on foreign policy – specifically, 
the idea of America as God’s “chosen nation” to implement the Creator’s “mission” to spread 
God-given freedom, natural rights, and democracy throughout the world as well as the 
prevention of terrorism from infringing on those freedoms.  Examination of Reagan and Bush’s 
rhetoric and framing, biblical scripture use, and the idea of God’s “mission” for the “chosen 
nation” indicates how presidential spirituality played a substantial role in foreign policy 
implementation.   
America’s Crusade Against “Evil” 
Presidents Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush invoked the term “evil” into their 
rhetoric as part of the religious and moralistic overtones of their foreign policy implementation.  
World leaders like Reagan and Bush brought God to the forefront of American minds when 
advocating their foreign policy to produce positive public attitudes to combat both for the Soviet 
Union in the Cold War and the Middle Eastern countries during the War on Terrorism.  Reagan 
and Bush take strong stances, never backing down on their belief that America is God’s “chosen 
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nation” nor that the United States had been issued a divine “mission” to spread democracy, 
freedom and liberty, while eliminating evil in the process.   
Reagan entered into an era of great tension and much controversy known as the Cold 
War.  The Cold War (1945 – 1990’s) was not a war of battles, but of tension between the Eastern 
(Soviet Union and communist allies) and Western (United States and NATO allies) worlds but 
more a battle of sustained political and military strategy.  Religion was not an overly important 
part of Reagan’s life.  Reagan defended religion against those who attacked it and attempted to 
purge it from public life (Diggens 2007).  Before his time as president, Reagan indicated, “I, in 
my own mind, have always thought of America as a place in the divine scheme of things that 
was set aside as a promised land” (PBS).  Even as he entered his tenure in the Oval Office, he 
began invoking a morally religious rhetoric at his swearing-in ceremony at his inauguration.   
Placing his hand on II Chronicles 7:14:  “If my people who are called by name humble 
themselves, and pray and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from 
heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land,” setting a forth a public vision of the 
United States as God’s people (Siker 1986, 171).   
Accepting God’s ideal of a “chosen nation,” Reagan would implement his foreign policy 
principles:  no substitute for American power, a strong defense being the best deterrent, 
importance of regime type, geopolitical thought, significance of American exceptionalism, and 
different times call for different strategies (Kaufman 2011).  The six “enduring principles of 
Reagan” would justify the use of military buildup and an end to tyrannical governments 
opposing freedom and liberty.  Reagan would later state in 1984, “1983 was the year more of us 
read the Good Book.  Can we make a resolution here today:  that 1984 will be the year we put its 
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great truths into action?  Within the covers of that single Book are all the answers to all the 
problems that face us today” (Siker, 171).  
Reagan spoke of freedom and of an American mission to grant and sustain freedom for 
the world.  In a 1985 “Address to the 40th Session of the United Nations General Assembly,” he 
stated, “Freedom is not the sole prerogative of a chosen few, but the universal right of all God’s 
children” (Reagan).  In 1982, Reagan implied that America was the hope for mankind in a world 
of “hatred, economic crisis, and political tension” (Reagan “Remarks at Kansas State 
University,” 1982).  With these words, the Reagan Doctrine would become a divine “calling” to 
provide freedom to the world.  America’s “willingness to speak for freedom is no bargaining 
chip.  It’s an integral part of our foreign policy” (Reagan “Remarks and a Question-and-Answer 
Session,” 1982).  He would go on just a few short months later, “When we’ve taken up arms, it 
has been for the defense of freedom for ourselves and for other peaceful nations who needed our 
help” (Reagan “Remarks at the recommissioning of the USS New Jersey” 1982).   
 As freedom evolved as the goal for the world through the Reagan Administration, Reagan 
called out those nations contesting freedom.  In one of the most widely known and recalled 
speeches – “The Evil Empire Speech” – Reagan painted a “good versus evil” picture between the 
United States and the Soviet Union (1985).  Reagan was calling upon one of the observers of 
American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville who stated, “Not until I went into the churches of 
America and heard her pulpits aflame with righteousness did I understand the greatness and the 
genius of America…America is good.  And if America ever ceases to be good; America will 
cease to be great.”  By quoting de Tocqueville, Reagan characterizes the United States and her 
democracy as a “good” nation and government.  He includes families and churches as 
institutions that help sustain the goodness of America.  The values and institutions of church and 
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family in his speech imply that America will defend not only freedom and liberty but also the 
institutions that promote them.  He continues in his speech,  
 
“I pointed out that as good Marxist-Leninists, the Soviet leaders have openly 
and publicly declared that the only morality they recognize is that which will 
further their cause, which is world revolution….Well, I think the refusal of 
many influential people to accept this elementary fact of Soviet doctrine 
illustrates an historical reluctance to see totalitarian powers for what they are.  
We saw this phenomenon in the 1930s.  We see it too often today….So, I urge 
you to speak out against those who would place the United States in a position 
of military and moral inferiority.  You know, I’ve always believe that old 
Screwtape reserved his best efforts for those of you in the church….I urge you 
to beware the temptation of pride – the temptation of blithely declaring 
yourselves about it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts 
of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire…” (1983).   
 
Reagan implies in his speech the Soviet Union and Soviet totalitarianism is one in which an “evil 
empire” exercises.  In a speech to the British Parliament in 1982, he says,  
“It is the Soviet Union that runs against the tide of history….[It is] the march 
of freedom and democracy which will leave Marxism-Leninism on the ash 
heap of history as it has left other tyrannies which stiffly the freedom and 
muzzle the self-expression of the people” (PBS).   
 
Differentiating between the Soviet Union and the United States in a manner as Reagan did, a 
“good versus evil” defense rhetoric was invoked.   Further clarification of the Soviet Union can 
be made in his “Remarks at a Meeting with members of the American Business Conference,” 
“Terrorism is the preferred weapon of weak and evil men” (Reagan 1986).  Linking terrorism 
with acts of “evil men” and emphasizing the Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” Reagan inevitably 
named the Soviets a terrorist government, infringing on God-given freedom and liberty.   
 To fight such an oppressing and “evil empire,” Reagan implemented a policy of defense 
and military buildup.  In his “Address at the United States Military Academy, West Point” in 
1981, he says, “A truly successful army is one that, because of its strength and ability and 
dedication, will not be called upon to fight, for no one will dare to provoke it” (Reagan).  He 
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continues in another speech, “Strength is the most persuasive argument to have to convince our 
adversaries to negotiate seriously and to cease bullying other nations” (Reagan “Address to the 
Nation on National Security” 1986).  With these words, Reagan justified his reasons for military 
buildup in order to combat a nation whose goal was to eliminate freedom and liberty, while 
oppressing citizens.  So began, Reagan’s astronomical increase in defense spending which built 
up a powerful military so big and so strong, that has never before or since been seen. 
 In a strive for peace and negotiation to defend freedom and liberty, Reagan declares,  
“There is one sign the Soviets can make that would be unmistakable, that 
would advance dramatically the cause of freedom and peace.  General 
Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization:  Come here to this gate!  
Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate!  Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” (Reagan 
“Remarks on East-West Relations at the Brandenburg Gate in West Berlin” 
1987).   
Eventually, the Berlin Wall would fall, and the Cold War would end.  With the end of the Cold 
War, the Soviet Union would eventually crumble due to its inability to keep up with the United 
States military buildup while the Soviet Union’s economy plummeted.  Gorbachev would adopt 
perestroika (restructuring of the country) and glasnost (openness) that led to Russia’s 
involvement with Western civilization.   
Reagan’s final words in his tenure as president is one in which continues a morally 
religious tone.  He states in his farewell address to the nation,  
“I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life….And how stands the city 
on this winter night?...After 200 years, two centuries, she still stands strong 
and true to the granite ridge, and her glow has held no matter what storm.  And 
she’s still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the 
pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness toward 
home” (PBS).   
From the Cold War to the Days of Terror 
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Unlike Reagan, Bush did not inherit a longstanding war of turmoil.  Bush found himself 
thrust into a tragic and altering situation for the country.  Before 9/11, Bush while being a 
seemingly religious fellow, did not summon as much religious rhetoric prior to 9/11 as the 
American public saw the night following the attack on the nation.  After President Bush’s first 
inauguration, he made some direct references to religion in his foreign policy speeches.  Of the 
26 weeks, Bush spoke prior to 9/11, less than half of the 16 weeks he spoke about foreign policy 
included religious phrases or terms.  In the months following the terrorist attacks, Bush made 
direct references to religion in every policy speech for 13 weeks (Black 2004, 9-10).   
After September 11, Bush began speaking a very moral and evangelical rhetoric.  His use 
of religious and moral rhetoric to emphasize his personal idea of foreign policy is found in some 
of the most important speeches and policy implementations he delivered during his tenure in 
office.  Bush was an extremely religious man.  He states,  
Prayer and religion sustain me.  I receive calmness in the storms of the 
presidency…Religion is an important part…I believe that God wants 
everybody to be free.  That’s what I believe.  And that’s been part of my 
foreign policy.  In Afghanistan, I believe that freedom is a gift from the 
Almighty…And so my principles that I make decisions on are a part of me, 
and religion is a part of me (Bush 2004).     
 
Almost immediately, Bush was making claims to freedom, self-government, and America’s 
“mission.”  In Bush’s 2005 State of the Union Address, he claims, “The road of providence is 
uneven and unpredictable, yet we know where it leads:  It leads to freedom” (C-SPAN).  He 
continues highlighting that freedom is God’s purpose for humankind, stating, “Americans are a 
free people, who know that freedom is the right of every person and the future of every nation.  
The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world, it is God’s gift to humanity” (C-SPAN 
2003) and “the call of freedom comes to every mind and every soul” (C-SPAN “2005 Inaugural 
Address”).   
EIU Political Science Review  Harrington 
13 
 
Connecting freedom and divine providence together using past historical events including 
arguments of defeating “Hitlerism, militarism, and communism” during the early Twentieth 
Century (C-SPAN 2003) and slavery “by a plan known only to Providence, the stolen sons and 
daughters of Africa helped to awaken the conscience of America.  The very people traded into 
slavery helped to set America free” (Bush 2003).  At a speech delivered at Tsinghua University 
in Beijing, Bush made a straightforward statement about the importance of religious freedom and 
the United States’ defense and protection of that right to the Chinese government, whom is one 
of the worst violators of such freedom (Farr and Saunders 2009, 949).  He emphasizes, “God has 
planted in every human heart the desire to live in freedom.  And even when that desire is crushed 
by tyranny for decades, it will rise again” (C-SPAN 2004).   
Bush further outlines his idea of America’s freedom in his 2005 Inaugural Address.   
 
Self-government relies, in the end, on the governing of the self.  That edifice of 
character is built in families, supported by communities with standards, and 
sustained in our national life by the truths of Sinai, the Sermon on the Mount, 
the words of the Koran, and the varied faiths of our people (C-SPAN).    
 
He perceives unchangeable values that are vital to life “instilled in us by fundamental 
institutions, such as families and schools and religious congregations…these unseen pillars of 
civilization, must remain strong in America, and we will defend them” (C-SPAN 2004).  Bush 
clearly underscores that America will defend her definition of freedom and those institutions that 
secure and are central to the core of American values like family, schools, church, and other 
institutions.   
 Finally, Bush asserts in the 2004 State of the Union Address,  
America is a nation with a mission, and that mission comes from our most 
basic beliefs.  We have no desire to dominate, no ambition of empire.  Our aim 
is a democratic peace, a peace founded on the dignity and rights of every man 
and woman.  America acts in this cause with friends and allies at our side, yet 
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we understand our special calling:  This great Republic will lead the cause of 
freedom (C-SPAN).   
 
Freedom depends on America with God calling us to defend such liberties and ensure peace.  If 
the United States does not lead the cause, no nation will (Bush “Inaugural Address” 2001).  
Defending America’s core values and beliefs as well as freedom is in her best interests (C-SPAN 
“2005 Inaugural Address”).   
With Bush’s philosophy lighting the way, the Bush Administration created the Bush 
Doctrine, which clearly defined three goals:  the spread of democracy, the defense of human 
rights, and the end of tyranny.  The National Security Strategy of 2006 identifies that 
democracies should do the following:   
Honor and uphold basic human rights, including freedom of religion, 
conscience, speech assembly, association, and press;  
 
Are responsive to their citizens, submitting to the will of the people, especially 
when people vote to change their government;  
 
Exercise effective sovereignty and maintain order within their own borders, 
protect independent and impartial systems of justice, punish crime, embrace 
the rule of law, and resist corruption; and  
 
Limit the reach of government, protecting the institutions of civil society, 
including the family, religious communities, voluntary associations, private 
property, independent business, and a market economy. 
 
 Bush would unsurprisingly summon a mindset of you are either with us or against us.  In 
an address to a joint session of Congress and the American public just days after the attack on 
9/11, Bush received thunderous applause with the following statement, “Every nation, in every 
region, now has a decision to make.  Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.  From 
this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the 
United States as a hostile regime” (2001).   Bush clarifies who is “good” and who is “evil.”  In 
another speech on October 11, 2001 at the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, Bush describes,  




The hijackers were instruments of evil…Behind them is a cult of evil which 
seeks to harm the innocent and thrives on human suffering.  Theirs is the worst 
kind of cruelty, the cruelty that is fed, not weakened, by tears.  Theirs is the 
worst kind of violence, pure malice, while daring to claim the authority of 
God.  We cannot fully understand the designs and power of evil.  It is enough 
to know that evil, like goodness, exists.  And in the terrorists, evil has a found 
a willing servant. 
 
Evil has taken a face with that of terrorists.  With the previously stated rhetoric, all those in 
opposition of the United States are enemies.  Those nations continuing to harbor terrorists are 
consequentially aligning with “a cult of evil” and are, in essence, “evil” themselves.   
He finishes with, “The course of this conflict is not known, yet its outcome is certain.  Freedom 
and fear, justice and cruelty, have always been at war, and we know that God is not neutral 
between them” (Bush “Address to a Joint Session of Congress” 2001).  Although America may 
not fully comprehend the direction in which God leads us, God has made clear and decisive 
stances on which he aligns Himself – and that is with America on the side of freedom and 
justice.    
Aftermath and Consequences 
Employing such an evangelical philosophy as the former Presidents Ronald Reagan and 
George W. Bush invoked, the appeal was not seemingly right-winged, Republican, 
Neoconservative, making it likely that the faith-based foreign policy implementation legacy 
would be sustained across party lines.  While there is no consensus on how faith should influence 
policy or if it should at all, those of the American public who desire their religious faith to be 
more influential when defining policy matters predictably would support the Reagan Doctrine of 
military buildup against the Soviet Union and the Bush Doctrine and combat in the Iraq War.  
Furthermore, the implementation of Reagan and Bush policies appear to be “just” and in the best 
interests of the United States of America and the world to ensure freedom.   
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 While America may be a moral and deeply religious nation, invoking a policy of a 
crusading doctrine for the United States poses two consequences for the future of America.  A 
crusading spirit means the expansion of military agendas to prevent future wars and evil 
ideologies from emerging.  Since the military is used to prevent the spread of “evil,” it is 
unavoidable that military force to combat such developments would make more war.  
Consequentially, if “good” exists, in essence there is also “evil.”  If “evil” continues to exist in 
the world, then America will continuously fight, invoking violence and be at war until the enemy 
is exterminated (The National Security Strategy for Combating Terrorism 2006).   
Another problem is from the “good” intentions the United States emphasizes – some 
people see – may go too far and go beyond a call for justice.  The use of what many would see as 
immoral actions, such as torture, may be used to achieve a goal to accomplish justice.  The world 
cannot permanently be changed by war.  Just war policies such as the Bush Doctrine can only 
end with absolute victory.  Since absolute victory is conquering evil, it ultimately justifies the 
use of violence on the so-called defined enemy or “evil” in existence.  Instead of bringing peace 
and democracy, more war will inevitably cultivate between the competing nations, each with its 
own specific goal of annihilating the opposing “evil” force.  While I applaud the former 
President of the United States George W. Bush for his stance on liberty and justice, 
implementing such a policy as the Bush Doctrine ultimately leads to never-ending wars among 
nations.  Until the “evil” nations of the Middle East are destroyed – such as the elimination of the 
Soviet Union under President Reagan – evil will continue to exist, and America will remain at 
war.  While America continues to battle oversees in terrorist harboring nations, no end to the 
War on Terrorism remains to be seen.  With the movement of troops to Afghanistan and possibly 
other Middle Eastern nation-states, the United States military force cannot possibly return home 
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until “evil” is defeated and justice and freedom are restored to humankind as God’s divine will 
supersedes.   
The crusading spirit of the spread of democracy, the defense of human rights, and the end 
of tyranny most certainly did not begin with Reagan or Bush since many United States 
Presidents claim a spiritual or religious affiliation.  What is more interesting perhaps is how 
those presidents have shaped American history and policy through their own personal faith and 
beliefs, and furthermore, how succeeding presidents have had to handle their predecessor’s 
policy decisions.   
Despite the fact neither president Reagan nor Bush are in office any longer, the foreign 
policy has not changed dramatically, even though the rhetoric is no longer used in quite such a 
manner Reagan and Bush exuded.  However, because the religious and moralistic undertones 
were used, foreign policy has evolved in a crusading style, which can be difficult to manipulate 
and change without consequently taking on a less religious and moralistic tone.  Americans need 
to feel their actions are “just.”  A “divine calling” of a “mission” to rid the earth of evil is an 
extremely parsimonious policy and arguably the best way to achieve support for a crusading war 
type foreign policy.  
 One must wonder, however, if such firm religious beliefs and faith could lead a president 
to pursue an entirely opposing policy – peace.  What president, if any, will invoke a policy 
leading ultimately to peace among the nations of the world?  Certainly, that was the intent with 
the creation of the United Nations, but the United Nations has not been able to accomplish this 
particular feat since crusading wars still continue today along with military buildups and nuclear 
weapons testing.  Furthermore, what of those religions believing that war itself is “evil?”  Will 
the American public elect a president with such firm beliefs as that of “war is evil”?  It remains 
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to be seen how the American public would respond as well as foreign nations and dignitaries.  
Until such a president is elected one can only wonder what those consequences would hold for 
the future of American society and the world as a whole.   
Currently, President Barack Obama continues to face day-to-day challenges that began 
with the Bush Doctrine.  Yet, it is how Obama will leave behind his own spiritually guided 
policies or if he chooses to invoke any religiosity at all for his successor.  For some Americans, 
like Reagan, “If we ever forget that we’re one nation under God, then we will be a nation gone 
under” (Reagan “Remarks at an Ecumenical Prayer in Dallas, Texas” 1984).  Therefore, religious 
invocation will remain, and always remain, an integral part of the American culture.   
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The United States’ history of religion and politics being almost hand in hand is a field of 
much study and debate.  To what extent does religion influence policy making, or should it at 
all?  Wherein should the mention of a deity be brought into political discussion?  The question at 
hand does not seek to answer these, but rather how the Catholic Church has been used to 
influence public opinion and support of key issues since the early 1960s.  Looking at key events 
from each decade, it becomes evident that policies have influenced Catholic behaviors as they 
become ever more socially conservative; this research also seeks to address where the 
fundamental point in history is when Catholics adopted these views.  Catholics have been 
increasingly more vocal in policies that are in accordance with the Catholic theology, and so they 
have had increasingly more effect on public policy.  Beginning with the late 1960s through the 
seventies, the following research will examine how the debate over the righteousness of the 
Vietnam War influenced the Catholic electorate.  Moving then to the 1980s, the rise of the 
Religious Right was the beginning of the long struggle that continues today, examining how 
Catholic theology was strengthened and joined with other evangelist attempts at social 
reform.  Finally, these key issues explain how the Church reacts to them today, thirty years later. 
The Catholic Warrior at Home 
The link between Catholics and Democrats today seems counterintuitive.  Catholicism, 
often known for its conservative traditions and strict interpretations of the Bible lends itself to 
other religious conservatives in the grand scheme of things.  Before the 1970s, the Catholic 
Church was more commonly aligned with the Democratic Party.  This was a result of the 
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Progressive movement of the 1920s and 30s, when Democrats were representatives of the 
impoverished and the underprivileged.  As part of the social gospel, which says that a Christian 
has a duty to care for the poor and the sick, the Catholic Church supported welfare programs and 
the New Deal (Wald, 2011, 244).  Contrary to its modern stances which are more conservative, 
President Johnson, in his implementation of policies for the Greater Society won Catholics over, 
whose social justice teachings were centered on helping the poor and the disadvantaged.  During 
the Cold War, when many thought that the end of the world was imminent and death and 
corruption were rampant, the Church urged its parishioners to take action.  Wald (2011) writes, 
“Catholic leaders urged their parishioners to apply their Christian values to the problems of the 
world.  Condemning the sinfulness of poverty, war, injustice and other social ills, the church put 
its authority squarely behind the worldwide movement for social change” (245).  This followed 
the introduction of church reforms of the 1960s, otherwise known as Vatican II.   
It requires little discussion to remember how decisive the issue the Vietnam War was 
abroad, much less at home.  On one side were the people who were adamantly in support of the 
war as it opposed Communism and the threat to American liberty.  Their opposition was those 
who were against to the War who argued that the United States had no business in Vietnam. It 
held no political or economic benefits, much like the debate over U.S. involvement in 
Iraq.  During the Vietnam War, there was a Catholic movement as described by Gustainis (1983) 
that took part in the war’s protest.  Called the “Ultra-Resistance” movement, it was inspired by 
Catholics who took part in civil disobedience.  It was inspired by the theology that, shared with 
other Christian denominations, “the government did not have the right to dispose of human life 
as it saw fit, and that Christians had a duty to interpose themselves between the government and 
its intended victims” (41).  The movement was led by a few called the Berrigan brothers who 
would go to Selective Service boards and demand to see the draft files.  They would them take 
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them to the outside parking lot, burn them with napalm (a symbolic act as much as it was 
political) and wait to be arrested.  A verdict of guilty or innocent was not the purpose of these 
acts of public disobedience, but instead to use the court case as “propaganda” and influence the 
halt of the draft service and ultimately the end to the Vietnam War. Though a minority group, the 
media attention they gained was able to reach and influence many more to inspire them to do the 
same.  By 1972, Gustainis (1983) concludes, though they did not achieve their goal in 
dismantling the draft system, they were significant enough influence others to follow suit.  They 
made draftees realize they did not have to be shipped off to a war they did not believe in, and 
many defied federal orders to go.  
So to define Catholics at the time during the war as uniquely Democratic or Republican 
would be quite complex, even today.  While the actions of the Berrigan brothers inspired both 
Catholics and non-Catholics, the general perception would have classified this movement as a 
minority.  On the whole, the general American Catholic Church, as Moon (2008) describes, was 
generally in support of the war.  Press releases often disclaimed the Brother’s actions, saying that 
they did not reflect the true opinions of the American Catholics.  “Besides Catholic Americans,” 
Moon (2008) writes, “racial ethnic groups such as Chicanos/as saw war support as a means of 
proving loyalty and citizenship qualifications” (7).  Patriotism is commonly invoked in Catholic 
thought.  For example, the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic men’s fraternity, uses patriotism and 
national allegiance as a tenet of its foundations.  This is part of a deeper belief that Catholics, no 
matter what country they are from (The Knights of Columbus is also an international 
organization), a person has a duty to defend their country and God, and in the United States, this 
belief runs especially high when infused with American exceptionalism, which proclaims 
America as God’s destined country and has a destined purpose (Knights of Columbus 2013). 
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The 1960s and 1970s was a period of rampantly increasing individual rights.  It was 
during this time that the Supreme Court delivered rulings that declared individuals have certain 
impregnable rights upon which the state cannot intrude.  Among these were affirmative action 
programs for minorities, the right to privacy in the home (search and seizure as it pertained to 
state laws), and many more.  It was through these decisions that individuals became increasingly 
humanistic.  This is also likely correlated with the youth exodus from church organizations.  As 
people were leaving, the Church saw that these were people in need of “salvation.”  Catholics 
and other Christian sects began to focus efforts that would preserve traditional moral standards, 
and not allow for the government to decide what they believe God had truly intended for 
society.  At the end of the decade, the Church was becoming much more conservative in its 
teachings, and putting more pressure on elected officials to return to true morality.  To 
implement these changes in the decades following the Vietnam War, Catholics began to align 
with the Religious Right. 
A Shift in Policy 
Patriotism, faith and liberty (ordained by God to men, in Catholic theology) contributed 
to the support of the Vietnam War, despite drastic opposition to it in the streets.  As the war 
dragged on and became worse, the Church began to change its views.  The same clergy who had 
spoken in support of it years before now began to denounce it as a lost war, one waged by a 
blood-thirsty government; the value of patriotism in the United States was not worth the 
bloodshed of the men dying for it.  Through the mid-1970s as the War drew to a close, the 
Church began to align with more conservative ideologies.  Similar in the way the youth had 
drastically broken away from religion in the 1960s, the Catholic Church began to feel that the 
United States was heading in the wrong direction (though lobbying for social reform programs 
today are very alive and well).  The undisputed pinnacle occurred when Catholics turned towards 
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the right wing of the political spectrum followed the decision in 1973 of Roe v. Wade, which 
repealed state laws prohibiting fetal abortion.  The court’s decision caused an upheaval in the 
religious community, not just Catholics, who saw it as legally protected murder.  “Life” in legal 
discourse carries a different, more abstract meaning in the church.  The Catholic Catechism, the 
manual for all Catholic tradition and precepts, states that life begins at conception.  From the pre-
embryonic zygote to adult years and after death, it must be protected and respected (Catechism 
2270); this is otherwise known as the culture of life.  This was the beginning of what Wald 
(2011) refers to as “common dissatisfaction with what the participants saw as a godless society 
that had replaced firm moral standards with a system of relativism” (208).  In replacing human 
morality with legal precedent, logic and reason, a struggle that spans to the Enlightenment period 
of the 1600s, people were relying on their own judgments and reasons, disregarding what God 
has intended for society.  The Church launched a massive political campaign to reverse not just 
the decision, but the mindset of people that began to see fetal abortion as legitimately morally 
and socially acceptable.  In addition to countless activities and protests, Catholics have paid more 
attention to the abortion views of candidates running for elected office.  It is one of the, if not the 
most, important issue that the Catholic electorate looks at when deciding whom they would vote 
for, and politicians seeking office have begun to appeal to this segment.  Many times, a 
politician’s views on abortion can mean the difference between reelection and losing office.     
To theologians, the issue of sexuality is one critical importance.  One’s sexuality that is 
pure and as God intended, one man and one woman like the relationship between Adam and Eve, 
is fundamental to sustaining the human population.  Therefore, anything that seeks to impose on 
that is legally and morally wrong and must be opposed.  This is the psyche behind pro-life 
arguments, and for anti-gay rights, it is equally as prevalent.  The bedrock of the anti-gay 
movement is the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), which would have granted all the same rights 
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to women that are enjoyed by men.  By extension, this would allow for same sex marriages.  The 
motion for the amendment failed, but only by a thread—only three states did not ratify it to 
achieve constitutional majority.  The fight against the ERA was led by Phyllis Schlafly, a TIME 
magazine article (1978) reports, but rather on a Christian feminist movement.  She encouraged 
women to resist their new roles, and that women should remain at home with their husbands and 
children.  ‘Women find their greatest fulfillment at home with the family,’ Schlafly once 
said.  Her speeches and motivations led to the creation of various women empowerment groups, 
lobbying with other right-wing organizations, and a small but mighty group of 20,000 
supporters.  So while the landmark would-be amendment was not denied based on the rights it 
would grant to the gay community, the feminist movement, which was also gaining much 
traction at this time, is the result of the bill’s demise (“Anti-ERA evangelist…” 1978). 
Marriages, too, are holy institutions that are meant to be between men and women, an 
unwavering stance the Church maintains.  Opposition to the ERA began in the Christian 
movement in the early 1980s.  This was the theology that Christians used against the bill, and 
still maintain today.  The differences between Catholicism and the evangelical sects that began 
the Religious Right movement are many.  While Catholics tend to focus more on tradition within 
the spiritual life and celebrations, evangelicals’ focus is on returning people to the church and 
back to Christ.  However, around this time the two touched base in recognizing the cultural war 
that was being waged. The two groups, becoming one, began to campaign against gays and 
abortion, and increasing political connections allowed for a means to further their agendas.   
The forces driving the push for equal rights among gays, minorities and women collided 
with the Religious Right.  Just as the movements entered a new decade, tragedy struck.  By 1981, 
AIDS had just been discovered, and in the United States it was common that the people who 
were infected were also homosexuals.  A 1990 report from the Center for Disease Control 
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showed that of the 115,786 cases of diagnosed adults, 61% of those were homosexual.  Using 
this as proof of condemnation, the Religious Right community sought to persecute gays even 
further by preventing the education of HIV/AIDS to the gay community.  Statistics like these 
only inflamed the Right’s political views, giving them more support for their agendas.  Herek 
(1999) also writes, “They [conservatives and the Christian Right] proposed quarantine, 
reinstating sodomy laws, tattooing people infected with HIV and eliminating laws to protect 
PWAs [(Public Works Administrations)] from discrimination” (1130-32).  Today tactics like 
these seem radical, but for the time period this illustrates just how passionate the Religious Right 
movement felt about this issue and how convinced they were that it was immoral and must be 
stopped.  
The Movement Today 
It would be a lack of foresight to say that the Catholic and Religious Right movement is 
losing traction, but trends seem to support this.  While the Church’s public protests have been 
steadily decreasing in past decades, the opposition to promote gay rights has been dramatically 
increasing.  The Catholic reaction to gay rights, unlike the reaction to pro-life—though equally 
as strong—has taken different avenues of campaigning for anti-gay rights.  Unlike public 
displays and protests, the Christian movement seeks to disempower gays through legal 
methods.    
While those opposed to same sex marriages have decreased 20 percent since 1996, 
support for it has nearly doubled (Newport 2012).   Since the Stonewall Riot of 1969, the gay 
rights movement in the 1980s has gained enormous momentum as the struggle not to be seen as 
second class citizens has continued.  Today the surge in bullying and gay youth have resulted in 
the deaths of many homosexual youth who feel ostracized from their peers, which have only 
proven that a call for equal rights is necessary.  By the nature of the two movements, again, gays 
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have a more likely chance of achieving equal rights than do Catholics who believe such an 
acquisition for them would contribute to an immoral society.  For the gay community, public 
outcry, protests and avocation is part of the democratic process, protected under the First 
Amendment.  An increasing pressure on public officials to allow for equal rights will likely 
result in their goals being achieved.  Our democratic process allows change to be brought when 
the tides from the People sweep government to action.   
Not only do Catholics vote for elected officials who support their causes, but church 
officials use their positions to exert opinions as well, even from within the Catholic hierarchy.  In 
October 2012, Bishop Salvatore Cordileone was installed as the new archbishop for the San 
Francisco diocese in California.  Cordileone was well known in the area for helping to push 
California’s Proposition 8 in 2008, banning gay marriage (though it was later found 
unconstitutional).  In documenting the story, Samaha (2012) noted:  “By assigning one of the 
more conservative bishops on gay marriage to the San Francisco Archdiocese, the Vatican 
appeared to be saying: this is the direction the Catholic Church will be going.”  The article also 
cites the Gallup poll that reports of 1,000 participants asked, 51% of American Catholics now 
approve of gay marriages, while 47% do not, as seen in figure 1 (Newport 2012). 




On the contrary, the Church is likely to find itself losing in this battle because a religious 
organization has, historically, had difficulties expressing its views in political discourse.  In other 
words, the wall that separates Church and State is far too high to convince elected officials that 
society must remain the way it is from a religious point of view.  In Larkin v. Grendel’s Den 
(1982), a secondary opinion from the Supreme Court expressed that a Church 
cannot have an opinion (or in this case, a veto) in secular law based on religious grounds, and 
more importantly, Larkin was not able to object to the local liquor establishment by nature of the 
fact that it was a church, and such a church seeks to advance its precepts on the public, and the 
two cannot be entangled (the original Massachusetts law allowed the church to object, but that 
matter led to this precedent; the original law was eventually rewritten).   
When it comes to abortion, however, the U.S. population is still as split as ever.  Surveys 
return no conclusive results as to whether the general population has become more pro-life or 
pro-choice.  While most polls show that the majority of the population is pro-life and would like 
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to see Roe v. Wade overturned, it is equally as balanced as those who are pro-life and would not 
like to see the decision overturned (Saad 2013).  The Roe decision is surrounded with too much 
contention for the Supreme Court to revisit it anytime soon. 
The Church in Decline 
To witness the drastic change of Catholics from the Democratic to the Republican side, it 
may also be considered that the group dynamics of the Church itself changes.  On paper, the 
Catholic Church is the largest in the nation, but this is also a hard claim to substantiate.  While 
they are among the more conservative religions, when asked in a survey, participants may 
identify as Catholic, but their church attendance may not be as frequent as a more devout 
Catholic.  This is significant, and must be addressed here.  It is significant because it alludes to 
the notion that while Catholics are political almost by nature, a decreasing church attendance rate 
could support a decreasing political influence from the Church. 
A recent poll has helped to gauge Catholic—young and old—views of the church.  A 
majority of them say they wish the Church would evolve with the times and have more liberal 
views such as allowing priests to marry or condoning contraceptives (Goodstein 2013).  While 
some of those polled still attend Mass weekly, these kinds of changing views are alarming for an 
institution most well-known for its traditional social values.  For those who said religion was 
extremely important in their lives, 73% to 80% they believed priests were in touch with their 
congregants, but they also supported more liberal policies.  The poll sampled Catholics and 
especially Catholics who attended weekly.  Results show that congregants still hold political 
beliefs but it does not gauge how active they are in advocating them to their elected 
representatives or being social activists themselves.  In other words, the poll gauges personal 
beliefs among Catholics.  But this alludes to something that is yet to be seen:  will these 
changing views decrease the Church’s political power and its congregant’s willingness to 
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advocate for more socially conservative issues, or will they become more openly liberal and 
change the Catholic landscape once again?  These are questions that cannot be answered at the 
moment, but have yet to be seen and should be seriously considered by political scientists in the 
field of religion and politics. 
Church Structure and Predominance 
The informal structure of the Catholic Church, like many religious, seeks to empower its 
own members.  Political ideas are introduced and shared between members, who then work to 
promote and advocate them.  In this way, the Church’s sociological structure offers a certain 
“political education” (Djupe 2008).  McDermott (2007) reports:  “The Catholic Church in the 
United States [goes] so far as to discourage voters from supporting Catholic candidates who [do] 
not agree with all church teachings or positions.  John Kerry ran directly into this predicament in 
2004 in his presidential campaign as some Catholic bishops publicly denounced him for 
supporting abortion rights” (959).  So one can see that perhaps the Church is increasingly 
conservative not only because of its religious beliefs which happens to maintain precepts like a 
natural marriage, the right to life, equal justice etc., but also because they perpetuate them in 
their own social networks.  One could arguably say that Catholics who associate with and agree 
only with other Catholics are participating in some form of group think.  Of course, as stated, 
these beliefs also stem from the theology that Christians must work towards God’s better plan for 
society. 
The Catholic reaction to gay rights has taken similar avenues as pro-life agendas when it 
comes to campaigning.  Though public protests are decreasing, they have not been 
abandoned.  In the Supreme Court case Boy Scouts of America v. Dale (2000), the Court ruled 
that the organization has the right to exclude members based on their sexuality; the freedom of 
expression applies equally to private organizations as it does to public ones who cannot exclude 
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on the basis of race, religion or sexuality.  Thirteen years later, Boy Scouts of America (BSA) is 
reconsidering this position.  At this time of writing, they are soon expected to deliver a statement 
as to whether or not they will allow open gays in their communities.  BSA has come under fire 
from both sides; Republicans who support the BSA’s current stance, and Democrats who would 
like to see it changed
†
.  Tying this in to the current question, the BSA is widely supported by 
conservative religious groups, including Southern Baptists and Catholics who see the BSA as a 
traditional, American institution that is integral to American culture and values and do not wish 
to see it, nor its values changed; one may compare this with that of the integrity of the American 
church.  Both sides are currently campaigning strongly for their prospective viewpoints.   If the 
BSA were to allow open homosexuals in its organization, it would more than likely lose much of 
its social and financial support from conservative churches. 
Due to the sensitive nature of these topics, it is difficult to find accurate information in 
projecting how congregants feel about these issues.  Whereas studies show that generally 
Republicans are associated with Catholics, Southern Baptists and other religious groups, there 
are indeed Democratic, progressive Catholics as well who focus on social and moral justice, and 
interpret these issues on more liberal grounds, such as a person’s individual right to choose to 
have an abortion or to be homosexual ordained by God, rather than God saying it forgoes 
intrinsic social values.  These may also contribute to fluctuations in data.  Whereas a person may 
identify as Catholic, their political views may be quite Democratic/liberal in nature.   
But there is a conclusion; Catholicism as the largest religious population in the United 
States has created significant influence on public policy. Though not necessarily its religious 
                                                          
†
 This distinction here refers back to the trend that shows that traditionally, Evangelicals and Catholic, due to their 
more conservative interpretation of the Bible has influenced their political behaviors and actions, which thus tend 
to be more conservative in nature.  By contrast, non-denominational Christians and Protestants, who tend to have 
a more liberal interpretation of the Bible thus tend to have a more liberal political platform.  Though of course not 
a universal statement, this trend permeates the research in this field. 
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tenets, the members themselves carry out the Christian ministry that has been present in 
American political culture since colonial times.  In combating gay rights, the Church supports the 
Defense of Marriages Act, legally defining a marriage as between man and woman.  In the war 
for pro-life legislation, Catholics and Christians both campaign on these issues in elections, 
influencing others in their private lives or even in the annual March for Life in 
Washington.  Since the late 19
th
 century, the Irish who immigrated to the United States brought 
with them the Catholic faith.  Persecuted, they formed many close political connections and have 
maintained them today; it is the dark side of the Catholic Church that has developed a culture 
entirely its own, and a stereotype in the faith community. And so through congregants’ 
interactions with their representatives, Catholics being activists themselves, or even Catholic 
politicians who are elected to office, their history of conservative ideologies have perpetuated 
throughout history.  In studying society and its trends, one must look at a culture’s history, and 
the personal biographies of those who made it.  In the United States, a study of the Catholic faith, 
along with the Religious Right, shows that it may very well be the proponent of many issues on 
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